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School Nutrition is a significant aspect of the student experience, evidenced by the creation of 
the National School Lunch Program in 1946. In 2010, Congress established the Community 
Eligibility Provision (CEP) under the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act. This provision allows 
qualifying schools and school districts to serve free school meals to all students without 
collecting individual meal applications. Though CEP has many benefits, not all eligible schools 
and school districts adopt and implement this provision. This led to the following research 
question: What are the economic, political, and geographical characteristics of eligible North 
Carolina schools that relate to their decision to participate in CEP? Results from a multilevel 
logistic regression indicate that schools that implement CEP are more likely to have a higher 
Identified Student Percentage, more democratic votes per county, and lower household incomes 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
Nutrition has long been a key contributor to student success. Efforts to address food 
insecurity in students date back to when the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) was 
established under the National School Lunch Act (NSLA) in 1946 (Gay, 1996). In 2010, the U.S. 
Congress amended the NSLA to include the Community Eligibility Provision (CEP) (111th 
Congress, 2010). CEP provides an option for eligible U.S. schools to offer free school meals to 
all students without collecting individual meal applications. District officials can choose to 
implement CEP at either the district-level, school-level, or in a group of schools. An individual 
school, school district, or a group of schools is eligible to participate in CEP if their Identified 
Student Percentage (ISP) is 40 percent or above (FitzSimons et al., 2020). The ISP is the 
percentage of students who are directly certified to receive free school meals because they 
receive benefits from the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP), Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), or Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations 
(FDPIR). Students who are migrant, homeless, runaway, enrolled in foster care, or enrolled in a 
Head Start program are also included in the ISP.  
Nationwide participation in CEP has increased since its' initial national rollout in the 2014-2015 
school year (FitzSimons et al., 2020). In the 2019-2020 school year, 14.9 million students were 
offered free school lunch and breakfast through CEP. Though CEP is currently available in all 
states, only 69 percent of eligible schools in the United States adopted CEP during the 2019-
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2020 school year, with the median state's adoption rate at 70.9 percent. Therefore, the purpose of 
this study is to provide insight into the profiles of eligible public schools in North Carolina that 
opt or opt not to participate in CEP. In particular, I ask: What are the economic, political, and 
geographical characteristics of eligible North Carolina schools that relate to their decision to 
participate in CEP? 
To answer this research question, I estimate a multilevel logistical regression using data from 
the North Carolina Department of Public Instruction and State Board of Education, the American 
Community Survey, the North Carolina State Board of Elections, and the Common Core of Data. 
I hypothesize that the following factors will increase the likelihood of participating in CEP: 
Higher school-level ISP, lower county-level mean income, more democratic votes per county, 
and location in a suburban area.  
In the following sections, I will provide more context surrounding CEP and discuss the 
theoretical framework to guide the study.  
Theoretical Framework 
 The decision to participate in CEP occurs at the district level, as the school board of a 
district is the entity that most commonly decides to adopt CEP (Logan et al., 2014). There are 
multiple factors that a school board must consider when deciding to adopt CEP. This includes the 
benefits of CEP, the potential challenges, and the financial viability of the program. With 
multiple things to consider when implementing CEP, this study seeks to understand the outside 
contexts that influence eligible schools' decision to implement CEP. There is a considerable 
amount of research about decision-making at the individual level, but little research focuses on 
decision-making at the institutional level. Insights from Behavioral Economics and Street-Level 
Bureaucracy Theory provide insights that are useful to this study.  
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Street-Level Bureaucracy Theory provides a framework to understand the nature of 
policy decision-making and implementation. One guiding aspect of this theory is frontline 
workers' discretion over policy implementation, benefits, and sanctions (Lipsky, 1980; Maynard-
Moody & Portillo, 2010). According to Lipsky (1980), frontline workers responsible for 
dispensing and allocating resources to the public must use discretion while making allocation 
decisions due to limited resources. For example, many workers in public services must decide 
who is eligible to receive services and sanctions (Lipsky, 1980). The resources they receive are 
often inadequate to fulfill client needs identified in policies, so they also must use discretion to 
make decisions and allocation and decide which needs to fulfill and which to overlook 
(Maynard-Moody & Portillo, 2010). 
The experiences of frontline workers also indicate the experiences of unseen political 
actors who have a significant role in adopting and implementing policy. In the case of CEP, 
school boards must use discretion to decide when to adopt CEP while considering the amount of 
federal reimbursement available to implement. The limited resources are the limited amount of 
federal and, in some instances, non-federal funding necessary to implement the program. Though 
the final decisions to implement CEP are often not made by frontline workers, frontline workers 
such as teachers, principals, and cafeteria managers are also involved in the CEP decision-
making process (Logan et al., 2014). Overall, Street-Level Bureaucracy Theory also gives insight 
into the nuanced nature of policy adoption and the factors that could affect policy decision-
making.  
 Individuals comprise school boards who are collectively responsible for making decisions 
for their school districts. Though school boards collectively make decisions, these decisions 
represent individual beliefs and perspectives. Behavioral Economics is a discipline that focuses 
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on decision-making's psychological aspect (Baicker et al., 2012). According to Behavioral 
Economics, the individual decision to take up a program or policy is not solely based on rational 
calculations, as implied by the traditional economic model. Instead, according to Behavioral 
Economics, individuals' decisions often depend upon context and framing of options. 
Psychological factors that may decrease a policy's take-up include choice overload, limited 
understanding of costs and benefits, risk misperceptions, little willpower, and biases. Social 
comparisons also influence policy take-up (Baicker et al., 2012). Overall, Behavioral Economics 
implies that school board members decide to take up CEP based on the program's benefits and 
costs and individual perceptions (Baicker et al., 2012).  
Context of the Study 
The National School Lunch Program, School Breakfast Program, and Healthy, Hunger-Free 
Kids Act 
 In 1946, President Harry Truman signed the Richard B. Russell National School Lunch 
Act (NSLA), under which NSLP was established (FNS, 2017). The NSLP is a nutrition 
assistance program that provides free and reduced-price school lunches to eligible students in 
public schools, residential childcare institutions, and non-profit private schools. Students are 
eligible to participate in the NSLP through direct certification, household income, or household 
size. The School Breakfast Program (SBP) is also a school meal assistance program that provides 
free and reduced-price breakfasts to eligible students in participating public schools, non-profit 
private schools, and residential childcare institutions (FNS, 2017). The qualifications for the SBP 
are the same as those for the NSLP.  
 Every five years, the U.S. Congress reauthorizes several child nutrition programs in a 
process referred to as the Child Nutrition Reauthorization (CNR) (Schwartz & Wootan, 2019). 
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This includes the NSLA, NSLP, and SBP (Congressional Research Service, 2021). During the 
CNR of 2010, the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act of 2010 (HHFKA) was established 
(Congressional Research Service, 2021; Schwartz & Wootan, 2019). The objectives of the 
HHFKA were to "expand access to the child nutrition programs to reduce childhood hunger, 
improve the nutritional quality of meals to promote health and address childhood obesity, and to 
simplify program management while strengthening program integrity" (111th Congress, 2010, 
p.2). One of the major provisions under the HHFKA was CEP.   
The Benefits of CEP 
Perceived benefits of CEP include decreased administrative burdens, decreased school 
meal stigma, improved academic performance, and increased school meal participation (Logan et 
al., 2014).  Some studies confirm that CEP leads to improved academic performance (Gordanier 
et al., 2020; Hecht et al., 2020; Ruffini, 2018), improved student attendance (Bartfeld et al., 
2020) increased school meal participation (Tan et al., 2020; Turner et al., 2019) and improved 
student behavior (Gordon & Ruffini, 2019). 
I have identified two studies that analyze the relationship between CEP and school meal 
participation. I used the Google Scholar search engine to locate these studies using the key words 
“The Community Eligibility Provision”. Turner, Guthrie, and Ralston's (2019) study focused on 
the impact of school-level adoption of CEP and other universal free meal provisions on school 
meal participation in California schools from 2013-2014 to 2015-2016. They (2019) used a 
database of 10,343 public schools in California that included demographic information, meals 
served, eligibility for meal provisions, and use of meal provisions in each year. Researchers used 
multilevel regression models and difference-in-difference calculations for the study (Turner et 
al., 2019). The results of Turner and colleagues’ (2019) study imply that universal free meal 
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programs increase school meal participation. Tan and colleagues (2020) take a different 
approach to study by focusing only on CEP instead of general universal meal provisions 
established under the NSLP. They (2020) also choose to focus on CEP's effects on student 
subgroups' school meal participation. These subgroups are students who are eligible for free and 
reduced-price lunch, students who are near-eligible, and ineligible students. Tan and colleagues 
(2020) used data from the Healthy Communities Study for information about school meal 
participation. Their (2020) study sample included 5,138 child and family participations Utilizing 
cross-sectional difference-in-difference models, they (2020) found that CEP increased school 
meal participation for students who are near or above the threshold to participate in the NSLP. 
These results imply that CEP has benefits for eligible students to participate in the NSLP and 
those who are not eligible.  
The literature has also addressed the effects of CEP on academic performance. Gordanier 
and colleagues (2020) present a study that focuses on CEP's influence on elementary and middle 
school students' attendance and academic achievement in South Carolina. Their (2020) sample 
includes 332,761 students and 780 schools, with 73% of schools being elementary schools. 
Considering previous research on the effects of CEP on student achievement, they (2020) used a 
difference-in-differences design. This quasi-experimental design typically utilizes longitudinal 
data to analyze the effect of a treatment or intervention by comparing changes in an intervention 
and control group (Columbia University Irving Medical Center, 2019).  Gordanier and 
colleagues (2020) also used descriptive statistics of schools and students to analyze the 
relationship between the implementation of CEP and student performance. Descriptive statistics 
for schools and districts included information about CEP eligibility and participation. Descriptive 
statistics for students included racial demographic information, participation in certain federal 
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assistance programs, and free and reduced-lunch eligibility. Results indicate that participation in 
the CEP raised elementary school math scores by a 0.061 standard deviation. However, 
elementary school reading scores, middle school math scores, and middle school reading scores 
did not produce statistically significant results. These results imply that CEP leads to favorable 
academic outcomes in at least some students.  
Logan and colleagues (2014) did not mention CEP's impact on student disciplinary 
outcomes and student attendance, instead highlighting other perceived benefits of CEP such as 
financial, nutritional, academic, social, and administrative benefits. Gordon and Ruffini (in press) 
and Bartfeld and colleagues (2020) examined this in their studies. Findings from Gordon and 
Ruffini (in press) provide insight into the effects of free school-wide meals on student discipline, 
specifically, out-of-school suspensions. They (in press) collected data from the state Department 
of Education for the years 2012-2014, Food Research and Action Center for the years 2015-
2017, the Common Core of Data, and the Civil Rights Data Collection (Gordon & Ruffini, in 
press). Results from their (in press) study indicate that CEP reduced suspensions for white male 
students by 17 percent, with statistically insignificant effects for other student subgroups. CEP 
also reduced suspensions more in higher poverty schools than schools with lower poverty rates in 
almost all demographic groups. Bartfeld, Berger, and Men (2020) researched the effects of CEP 
on student attendance rates in Wisconsin elementary schools. The main sample consisted of 
92,126 observations of students in 37 CEP participating schools and 108 eligible, non-
participating schools (Bartfeld et al., 2020). For this study, student demographic and attendance 
data was collected from the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (Bartfeld et al., 2020). 
Using a differences-in-difference regression design, they (2020) focused on the effects of over 
three years. Results indicate that CEP did not affect participation during its first year but was 
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associated with higher attendance among economically disadvantaged students during the second 
year.  
Overall, there are several research studies have addressed the benefits of CEP, which may 
have an impact on school districts' decisions to participate in CEP. There are a limited number of 
research studies that focus on the benefits of implementing CEP, however, this information 
provides useful context for my study, which identifies the political, economic, and geographic 
factors of eligible North Carolina public schools that relate to their decision to participate in 
CEP.  
Barriers to Implementing CEP 
Despite the benefits of CEP, eligible schools often face barriers to implementing this 
provision. A resource from the Food and Nutrition Service of the USDA outlines perceived 
barriers to CEP adoption and proposes solutions to these barriers (USDA FNS, 2015). These 
barriers include loss of funding that relies on free and reduced lunch data, costs of CEP 
operation, changes in reimbursement over time, state laws that impose barriers to participation, 
eligibility of districts with lower ISPs to participate, and complexity of partial-district 
implementation. In the following section, I will discuss three significant barriers to implementing 
CEP: Loss of a student poverty measure, changes to Title I funding allocation, and limited 
federal reimbursements due to low ISPs.   
School meal data from free and reduced-price lunch applications has served as a measure 
of student poverty for many decades (Greenberg et al., 2019). The changes to school meal data 
under CEP has significant implications for multiple stakeholders (Greenberg, 2018; Greenberg et 
al., 2019; Urban Institute, 2019), including administrators and researchers (Greenberg et al., 
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2019). Therefore, concern about lost school meal data is a potential barrier for schools and 
districts who are considering adopting CEP.  
Insights from Riddle (2015) and Neuberger and Riddle (2015) reveal the perceived 
effects of CEP on Title I funding. It is evident that there is a concern about the loss of Title I 
funding due to the loss of school meal data under CEP (Neuberger & Riddle, 2015; Riddle, 
2015). Though the amount of Title I funding is not affected, the allocation of funding can be 
affected by CEP because school districts traditionally use school meal data to allocate Title I 
funds (FRAC, 2019; Neuberger & Riddle 2015; Riddle 2015). Additionally, identifying low-
income students is important for Title I accountability requirements. Districts and states have 
also traditionally relied on school meal data to fulfill these accountability requirements 
(Neuberger & Riddle, 2015).Therefore, the loss of this data under CEP could be perceived as a 
barrier to implementing CEP. 
As previously outlined in the overview, federal reimbursement for CEP is dependent on a 
school's ISP (FitzSimons et al., 2020), and schools with higher ISPs are more likely to adopt 
CEP (Logan et al., 2014; Rogus et al., 2018). During the 2019-2020 school year, 30.5 percent of 
schools with an ISP from 40 to below 50 percent adopted CEP (FitzSimons et al., 2020). 
However, 85.1 percent of schools with an ISP of 60 percent and higher adopted CEP. This 









CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Few studies are solely dedicated to identifying the characteristics of schools and districts 
that affect CEP participation. However, there is one particular study by Rogus and colleagues 
(2018) that is dedicated to identifying school districts' characteristics that influence CEP 
participation. They (2018) used CEP participation data, CEP eligibility data, and school-level 
data. Rogus and colleagues (2018) also used data on school district locale and student enrollment 
from the National Center of Education Statistics' Common Core of Data (CCD). The final dataset 
of the analysis was the merged district-level participation data and district-level characteristics. 
Rogus and colleagues' (2018) bivariate and multivariate analyses indicate that the most 
significant factor for CEP participation was ISP. Districts with higher school-level ISPs were 
more likely to participate in CEP, except for schools with an ISP between 90 and 100 percent. 
Other studies have also confirmed that higher ISPs were correlated with CEP participation 
(Hecht et al., 2020; Logan et al., 2014). CEP participating schools are more disadvantaged than 
eligible, non-participating schools (Gordon & Ruffini, in press).  
Research surrounding the context of school-board decision-making is also limited. The 
decision-making process of school boards is influenced by outside, contextual factors such as 
political, geographic, and economic characteristics. Since the role of school boards is to govern 
the education of their respective communities (Crum, 2007), the attributes of that respective area 
can impact school boards' policy-making process.  
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One significant influence on school board decision-making is political interests. Diem 
and colleagues (2015) explore this further in their qualitative study. Their (2015) study seeks to 
examine the factors that influence student diversity policies in two school districts. Diem and 
colleagues (2015) claim that "the politics of school boards can either help or hinder efforts to 
establish or maintain policies that seek to provide equitable educational opportunities within 
districts" (p. 723). According to their study, school boards are political institutions that must 
compete with political actors and special interest groups. A large portion of voter turnout of 
school board elections is comprised of special interest groups, and an interest group's agenda can 
dominate school boards. School board members can spend more than half of their time 
responding to parents' and special interest groups' interests, which leaves limited time to develop 
and oversee policy. School boards' politicization may occur when school board members view 
their positions as "gateways" to other positions, which is a mindset that may prompt them to 
align their interest with a particular political party. Political groups also influence school board 
elections, as they can provide funding for certain candidates. One community member in Wake 
County even states that "partisan politics now saturate every decision . . . every decision is based 
on party politics" (p. 727). After qualitative analysis from both districts, it is evident that school 
board policy-making can be significantly influenced by its social and political contexts (Diem et 
al., 2015).  
Whishdosh (1996) study examines the economic influences on school board decision 
making. Their study focused on the social, demographic, political, and economic factors that 
shared decisions surrounding the consolidation of two high schools in the Ligonier Valley 
School District. There were mixed responses when asked about the extent of economic and 
social influence among the school board decision-making process. One group believed that these 
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factors were not significant in the decision-making process. Another group indicated that they 
were significant. A third group claimed that these factors did not have an impact on school-board 
decision making. Respondents who believed that social and economic factors influenced the 
consolidation of the two high schools indicated that the wealth of certain regions influenced the 
school board's decision-making process.  
Differing governing dynamics of school boards of different urbanicities demonstrates the 
effect of geography on school board decision-making. Ford and Ihrke (2020) specifically explore 
the differences between school boards' governing dynamics in suburban and rural school areas. 
The study results indicate several differences between the dynamics of suburban and rural school 
boards. First, rural school boards perceive a higher amount of conflict than suburban school 
boards. Also, school board members of suburban districts are more likely to personally identify 
with being politically liberal, less likely to identify as conservative, and more likely to be 
moderate or non-partisan than rural school board members. Suburban school boards also 
generally have an equal number of liberals and conservatives serving, while rural school boards 
tend to have more conservative members serving. Suburban school members are also more 
racially diverse than rural school board members. Rural school boards also have a higher 
perception of influence from interest groups than suburban boards. The differing perceptions of 
suburban and rural school boards connect to this study because the governing differences 
between school boards of different urbanicity can affect their decision-making process.  
 Overall, though there is a considerable gap in the literature about school-board decision-
making, there is evidence that political, economic, and geographical contexts influence school 
boards' decisions. These insights, along with the benefits and barriers of implementing CEP, help 
to shape ideas about the factors that affect school-board decision-making about CEP. My study 
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seeks to add to the literature about school-board decision-making while also applying this 
phenomenon about CEP in North Carolina. 
14 
 
CHAPTER 3: METHODS 
 
In order to examine the economic, political, and geographic factors that influence school 
boards' decisions about implementing CEP, I ran a logistic regression using SPSS version 26. I 
used several variables that are indicative of these categories. The categories of independent 
variables are economic factors, political factors, and geographic factors. The independent 
variables under the economic category are school-level ISP and mean income by county. The 
independent variable under the political category is the percentage of votes per county for 
Democratic candidate Hillary Clinton during the 2016 U.S. presidential election. The geography 
category's independent variable is school urbanicity, broken down by city, town, suburb, and 
rural. The dependent variable in this study is participation in CEP. In analyzing these variables, I 
hope to address the following research question:  
 What are the economic, political, and geographical characteristics of eligible North     
Carolina schools that relate to their decision to participate in CEP? 
The sample in the quantitative analysis include all public schools in North Carolina that were 
eligible to participate in CEP during the 2019-2020 school year. This study is a secondary data 






CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
In this section, I will discuss descriptive statistics for each variable and results from the 
logistic regression. The results will be presented in the following order: Economic 
characteristics, political characteristics, and geographic characteristics. 998 schools were eligible 
to participate in the CEP in the 2019-2020 year, however, the final sample size was 972 schools 
due to missing data. Within the sample, 696 eligible schools participated in CEP (71.6%), and 
276 eligible schools opted not to participate in CEP (28.4%).  
The economic characteristics examined in this study were ISP by school and mean income by 
county. The mean ISP of participating schools was 57.4 with an 11.9 standard deviation. The 
mean ISP of non-participating schools was 48.4 with a 9.0 standard deviation. The bivariate and 
multivariate odds ratios from the logistic regression were both 1.16 and statistically significant. 
This indicates that when a school's ISP rises by 1 percent, the odds of that school participating in 
CEP raises by 16 percent. The mean county income for participating schools was $67,000 with a 
standard deviation of 1.4. For non-participating schools, the mean county income was $71,000 
with a 1.6 standard deviation. The odds ratio in the bivariate models was 0.47 and statistically 
significant. The odds ratio in the multivariate model was 0.42 and also statistically significant. 
The political variable in this study was the percentage of Clinton votes by county. In the full 
sample, the mean was 45.7 and 13.9 standard deviation. The mean votes of participating schools' 
counties was 48.4 percent with a 12.5 standard deviation. The mean votes of the counties in 
which non-participating schools were located was 38.9 percent with 14.9 standard deviation. In 
both the bivariate and multivariate models, the odds ratio was 1.08 and was statistically 
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significant. This indicates that for each 1 percent increase in votes for Clinton, the odds of a 
school participating in CEP raises by 8 percent.  
I used urbanicity as the geographic variable in this study. Specifically, I broke urbanicity 
down to four categorical variables: City, suburb, town, and rural. I obtained these categories  
from data from the CCD. The mean number of participating schools located in cities, suburbs, 
towns, and rural areas were 246 (35.5 standard deviation), 73 (10.5 standard deviation), 119 
(17.1 standard deviation), and 258 (37.1 standard deviation), respectively. The mean number of 
non-participating schools in cities, suburbs, towns, and rural areas were 51 (18.5 standard 
deviation), 45 (16.3 standard deviation), 57 (20.7 standard deviation), and 123 (44.6 standard 
deviation), respectively. In the bivariate and multivariate models, none of the geographical 
factors were statistically significant. Cities had an odds ratio of 1.79 for the bivariate models and 
0.81 in the multivariate models. Suburbs had an odds ratio of 0.97 for the bivariate models and 
0.81 in the multivariate models. Towns had an odds ratio of 1.84 for the bivariate models and 
0.83 in the multivariate models. I used rural as a reference variable in the logistic regression. The 
results from the geographic variables imply that CEP participation does not significantly vary 





   




CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 
 The purpose of this study was to identify the influence of economic, political, and 
geographic factors on the decision to adopt and implement CEP in North Carolina public 
schools. Street-Level Bureaucracy Theory and Behavioral Economics help to understand the 
multifaced, nuanced nature of decision-making and the impact of outside influences on the 
decisions that are made by individuals acting individually or as part of an organizational body. 
Though the benefits and barriers of CEP implementation are addressed in the literature, there is 
limited research about the characteristics of eligible schools that adopt CEP. Past studies have 
provided insight on the economic, political, and geographic factors of school districts that affect 
the decision-making of school boards. Using a multilevel logistic regression, I found that factors 
that increased the likelihood of CEP participation in North Carolina public schools are higher 
school-level ISP, higher county-level democratic votes, and lower county-level mean income.  
There are several implications of these findings. Firstly, the fact that ISP closely relates 
with the likelihood of participating in CEP is consistent with findings from the literature. The 
relationship between school-level ISP and CEP participation is likely because federal funding 
increases as the ISP increases. If a school's ISP is below 62.5, non-federal funding for CEP must 
be located (NC DPI Child Nutrition Services, n.d.). This cost of CEP could be a barrier for some 
eligible schools, especially those with a low ISP. If districts are having trouble implementing 
CEP because of limited funding due to low ISP, they can follow guidance from the Food 
Research and Action Center (Food Research & Action Center, 2018), which outlines strategies 
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for successfully implementing CEP in low-ISP schools. Increased state-level funding for CEP 
could also help low-ISP schools implement this program, as it might increase financial viability.   
A second implication of this study is that political affiliation has an impact on the 
decisions made by school boards, which aligns with findings from Diem and colleagues (2015). 
We did not use data that identified the political affiliations of individual school board members 
However, the political climate of an overall county can be indicative of the political leanings of 
parents, school board members, and interest groups in that county. In order to ensure that 
political views are not affecting policies that could benefit students, more accountability 
measures could be set into place.  
Thirdly, in contrast to what I hypothesized, there was not a significant difference in 
participation between schools of different urbanicities. This implies that no matter the location of 
a school, their likelihood of participating in CEP remains relatively the same. This contrasts 
results from by Rogus and colleagues' (2018) study, in which urbanicity was a significant 
predictor of CEP participation. This finding was also surprising because the nature of school 
governance tends to differ by location (Ford and Ihrke, 2020).   
The results from the bivariate and multivariate models had stable relationships across 
models. This implies that the independent variables did not affect each over. This was another 
surprising finding, as urbanicity often correlates with income and political views. For example, 
voters in urban areas are more likely to vote Democratic, rural voters tend to lean Republican, 
and Americans living in suburban areas tend to be equally divided on political views (Pew 
Research Center, 2018). Also, according to the 2015 American Community Survey, the median 
income was lower for rural households than urban households (Bishaw & Posey, 2016), which 
implies that there is a direct correlation between income and urbanicity (Bishaw & Posey, 2016).  
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There were several limitations of this study. The political variable served as a proxy of 
the political affiliation of school boards, but it is not a perfect variable to represent the views of 
school board members. Data that specifically identified the individual political views of school 
board members would have been useful in this study. The mean income variable used in this 
study is also imperfect. This variable represents household income and is not specific of families 
and school-aged children. Also, it is not at the school level and is not indicative of the number of 
poor or affluent student there are in a specific school. I am also unable to speak to the actual 
decision-making process of school boards with they decided to adopt or not adopt CEP.  
Conclusion 
 In conclusion, multiple factors affect the decision-making of school boards. This study 
specifically explored the political, economic, and geographic factors that affect the decision-
making process of CEP. In seeking information about expanding policy and practices that 
increase access to free lunch in public schools, it is crucial to analyze all the factors affecting that 
decision. Results of my study found that political and economic factors had a profound effect on 
participation in CEP. Areas of further research would be a qualitative study that explored the 
decision-making process of school boards that are considering implementing CEP. 
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Table 1. 
Overview of Data Sources    
Data Source Year Location of Data Source Information Included in Data 
Source 
CEP Annual Notification 
Report 
2019-2020 North Carolina Department of 
Public Instruction and State 
Board of Education 
• Participation in CEP 
• Eligibility to 
Participate in CEP 
• School-level ISP 
Income in the Past 12 Months 2019 American Community Survey • Mean household 
income of each county 
in North Carolina. 
United States Presidential 
Election Results in North 
Carolina 
2016 North Carolina State Board of 
Elections 
• Percentage of Clinton 
votes in each county 
in North Carolina. 
Elementary and Secondary 
Information System 
2018-2019 National Center of Education 
Statistics Common Core of 
Data 
• Urbanicity of each 
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Table 3.  
Multilevel Logistic Regression Models for Schools Participating in CEP 
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